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a b s t r a c t 
Challenges and opportunities of the global market lead agro-food small and medium ﬁrms (SMEs) to 
focus their source of value on production of high quality goods and implementation of ﬂexible and robust 
supply chains. Despite the relevance of consolidators in the supply chain, few articles demonstrate their 
role in internationalization strategies of SMEs. In order to ﬁll this literature gap, this article shows factors 
that affect global success of SMEs and offers some advice to decision makers. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ ). 
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2. Introduction 
Agro-food is one of the main industries of the Italian economic
ystem. Many Italian products are famous worldwide and some
f them are globally recognized for their quality. This value leads
talian agro-food products (wine, pasta, tomatoes, oil, mozzarella-
heese, etc.) to be exported to many markets in Europe, USA, Rus-
ia and Asia. Recently, new markets characterized by high scale of
mports, economic growth, level of development and distribution
ystems are becoming of great interest for the Italian agro-food
ndustry [1] . Speciﬁcally, “The Italian Institute for Foreign Trade”
2] has conducted a study aimed to show a list of highly poten-
ial markets for Italian agro-food small and medium enterprises
SMEs). Starting from the 149 emerging countries identiﬁed by the
nternational Monetary Fund, large markets near Italy have been
dentiﬁed. Among them, markets that according to UNCTAD, WTO
nd World Bank data present a good level of imports, absorption
apacity, duties, quality of doing business, internal distribution sys-
em, level of GDP per capita and expected growth in 2020 have
een selected. Thus, the analysis has identiﬁed United Arab Emi-
ates, Chile, Malaysia, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Mexico, Morocco, Serbia,
azakhstan and Angola as the highest potential markets for Italian
gro-food products. 
Challenges and opportunities of these markets lead all partic-
pants of agro-food supply chain to interact to support diffusion∗ Corresponding author. 
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lize internationalization strategies have to develop a global sup-
ly chain that overcomes single country barriers [7–10] . However,
hile trans-national companies (TNCs) realize most of the whole
rocess internally, small and medium enterprises (SMEs) have to
reate and manage a network with colleagues operating in sev-
ral countries to implement their strategies. Thus, recent economic
tudies have emphasized the importance of supply chain manage-
ent as a process of managing and coordinating activities from the
xtraction of raw materials to its end of useful life encompassing
everal organizational boundaries and many countries [11–13] . 
Speciﬁcally, in industries dominated by global companies like
gro-food, TNCs operating in distribution sectors that provide ser-
ices to small and medium enterprises (SMEs) such as logistics,
istribution and informative services for exporting their products
end to achieve most of the added value [14–17,7] . For exam-
le, trans-national companies of coffee buy the raw product from
MEs of developing countries and then proceed to further process
nd market the product [18] . In doing so, they maintain control
ver the entire supply chain and achieve most of the added value
19,20] . In many cases the actual additional processing is rather
imple such as in the case of coffee or olive oil, but regardless of
he level of processing needed, the SME receives the smallest re-
urn of the entire channel. 
Thus, small and medium-sized enterprises that want to adopt
nternationalization strategies in high potential markets by taking
dvantage of added value have to ﬁnd a way to produce compet-
tive goods and manage logistics and distribution activities by ex-
loiting potential available space left unattended by the TNCs. nder the CC BY-NC-ND license ( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ ). 
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t  Consequently, agro-food small and medium enterprises have to
produce high quality goods not subject to the effects of scale and
interact with intermediaries able to provide a complex set of dis-
tribution and logistics services for exporting their products abroad
[21–24] . Consolidators have to specialize in commercial brokerage,
marketing and logistics with a good knowledge of both the point
of origination as well as the ultimate market [25] . They have to in-
teract with both producers of home countries and distributors of
hosting countries buying products from the former and selling to
the latter. Finally, policy-makers have to support both the SMEs’ in-
ternational promotion of their products and the consolidators’ ac-
tivity of global distribution for reinforcing the “Made in Italy” to
the world [26] . 
Despite the relevance of this topic to both the SMEs and Italy’s
GNP, few studies have focused on it. To ﬁll this literature gap, the
article aims to both describe consolidators’ role in SMEs’ global
supply chain and advise decision-makers on how to support “Made
in Italy” to the world [27,28] . Thus, the next section provides
an analytical investigation of the role of SMEs, consolidators and
policy-makers for internationalization of Italian agro-food SMEs in
high potential markets. The last section presents some conclusions
and discussion. 
2. Methodology 
Our empirical research is based on case studies of small and
medium Italian producers of agro-food goods operating both in
Italy and abroad. Data collection for these cases came from face
to face interviews. In most instances, the interview was conducted
with multiple managers from the host organization. All respon-
dents were the main person in charge of strategy, generally being
the founder or one of the directors. The average interview lasted
over four hours with the shortest interview lasting a little over an
hour and the longest taking over ten hours. All interviews were
conducted face-to-face and promised conﬁdentiality to facilitate
candid responses. During each interview, a semi-structured inter-
view guide was used. The guide was divided into questions on: 
1. SMEs’ internationalization strategies 
2. Consolidators role in global supply chain 
3. Policy-makers’ actions . 
The interviews and observations were transcribed and summa-
rized, and the results were fed back to the respondents for valida-
tion and veriﬁcation. Then these reports were coded according to
the literature review summarized in the previous section. To ad-
dress inter-coder reliability, each of the authors read the transcrip-
tions separately so as to develop an independent point of view,
and then a comparison among the authors was conducted. When
evaluations by the authors were conﬂicting, a discussion among
the discordant authors was conducted until a ﬁnal agreement was
reached. 
3. SMEs’ internationalization strategies 
The analyzed companies reported that they export 60% of their
production on average (quantity). Most companies had started
their internationalization processes two decades before had their
product going to the international market. This shows that the
internationalization process is actually an established strategy of
agro food SMEs. Reasons that have pushed companies to start an
internationalization process are the need to ﬁnd new markets for
increasing proﬁts, the need to defend the domestic market from
foreign competitors and the possibility of taking advantage of Gov-
ernment incentives. 
Most of the SMEs decided to go abroad exporting their products
through commercial intermediaries. Many of them already oper-ting are Switzerland (geographically close), several EU countries
Germany, United Kingdom, Belgium, Netherlands), other north-
rn Europe and Eastern Europe (Czech Republic, EU, non-EU, as
oth the Russia), and also some important other continents (USA,
anada, Japan, Australia, Republic of South Africa). More than half
f the companies in the sample had planned to enter in new po-
ential markets: United Arab Emirates, Chile, Malaysia, Qatar, Saudi
rabia, Mexico, Morocco, Serbia, Kazakhstan and Angola. These
ountries offer SMEs the opportunity to increase proﬁts, exploit
conomies of scale, grow corporate size and obtain new and sig-
iﬁcant market share. 
In planning to internationalize in these countries, most of SMEs
dentiﬁed the quality of their products as a success factor, which
ccompanies the importance of Made in Italy. The logistics and dis-
ribution service were identiﬁed as a second factor of great rele-
ance. Companies providing these services can reduce internation-
lization obstacles due to diﬃculty in controlling prices, high dis-
ribution costs, lack of information about the target markets risk
f unfair competition, diﬃculty of dealing with a cultural diversity
nd local barriers (tariff, currency, techniques, etc.). 
However, of the companies that were analyzed, a large number
ere unable to operate in high potential markets because of the
ack of availability of service providers for complex services such
s logistics and distribution. 
. Consolidators’ role in global supply chain 
Consolidators are agents, export companies, consortium or bro-
ers that provides a complex set of services to agro-food SMEs.
hese services are carried out by receiving orders from big for-
ign buyers, identifying local suppliers, consolidation, collection of
any goods to be sent to the same market and placing of products
n the market. The consolidator must, therefore, know the all is-
ues related to both the origination and destination markets, have
he trust of foreign buyers in order to ensure stable relations and
ave many contacts with local SMEs to ask for supplies of goods. 
In order to enter foreign markets, the consolidators have to
now the laws, regulations, rules and the culture of destination
ountries. Generally, major foreign buyers do not want to interact
ith a lot of SMEs, but are interested in a long-term relationship
ith a broker who is able to bring together many orders from a
ross section of SMEs, guarantee the quality of required goods and
ake care of providing all documentation able to certify the qual-
ty of goods according to market standards. The compliance with
he agreements in time creates a positive relationship with broker
nd consolidator thus increasing the probability that a buyer will
ontact the consolidator when they need additional goods. For ex-
mple if a broker has provided an example of pasta to a foreign
uyer, that buyer may ask for other products from the same bro-
er such as salami. Therefore, in order to protect relations with
arge buyers, consolidators have to guarantee quality of products,
upport risk of transportation and replace goods that do not arrive
ntact at the destination. 
Consolidators operate through web pages where buyers and
ellers have to be registered. Once collected the orders through
he web consolidators send the request to all SMEs registered as
uppliers of food goods. Consolidators can use on-line procedures
aunching a purchase proposal to all the producers signed on their
eb page or use a direct call to local producers negotiating directly
or the price and quantity of the goods. 
Once consolidators have purchased the goods, they take care to
nsure that products reﬂect the standards demanded by the buy-
rs’ markets by unifying the shipments in the same market, com-
leting all the procedures and paying all fees for entry into the
oreign market. The consolidated products are sent to one buyer or
o several buyers in the same market. Goods collected from various
R. Caiazza et al. / Operations Research Perspectives 3 (2016) 1–4 3 
Fig. 1. Consolidators’ role in global supply chain. 
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oroducers are grouped in containers to be sent by air, sea or road
o the destination market ( Fig. 1 ). 
Most consolidators do not have their own ships, aircraft or oth-
rs means of transport and therefore use cargo companies to fur-
her consolidate and send their products. International shipping
ervices by air, which are the most expensive, and those by sea,
hich are the cheapest, are managed directly by the transportation
ompanies, especially when there is a volume of goods suﬃcient to
ll the entire load. Thus, consolidators have to have a vast network
f relations with operators in air, maritime and road transport to
ffer com petitive transport costs and combine orders from vari-
us clients aimed to ﬁll loads. Consequently, consolidators’ interna-
ional transport systems are moving from an initial structure built
n vast networks of local aﬃliates to a network structure built on
arge hubs. 
The sea transport can be either full container load (FCL) or less
han container load (LCL). The full container load concerns ship-
ents with full containers from and to all destinations with high
evels of security, strict safety standards and precise timely pro-
edures. Contracts with companies of major foreign ports allow
onsolidators to plan different services and departures every week
t competitive prices. In less than container load (LCL), shipments
re consolidated in the weekly loads from and to all destinations.
he consolidators offer customers the possibility to operate inter-
ational shipments without the total ﬁlling of containers for sea
ransport to and from every country in the world. The network
f agents located in every major international seaport guarantees
he treatment of goods and the fast handling of practices related
o shipments abroad. All international shipments in containers are
andled with eﬃciency, care and speed. 
Road transports are generally structured as full truckload (FTL)
r less-than-truckload (LTL). The full-truckload (FTL) concerns full
oad transport on a truck for a single customer. The less-than-
ruckload (LTL) combines multiple customer loads and to con-
olidate multiple workloads. The shipping of mixed loads is a
ervice that consolidates various small consignments to create a
ull load. The model employs a network of warehouses, where
he partial loads are collected from different customers. One of
he most eﬃcient forms of mixed loads is the hub-and-spoke
etwork where individual shipments are transported by regional
arehouses to a central hub where the loads are sorted and
rouped. 
Through this process, consolidators export large quantities of
gro-food products at a low cost. They become critical actors for
mall and medium-sized enterprises wishing to bypass the prob-
em of small size and shipping risks to enter global markets.
onsequently consolidators are commercial ﬁgures relevant to sell
roducts of SMEs on the international market. Their success is
ased on their ability to manage information and communicationechnologies (ICT), supply chain, intermodal transport and con-
ainerization to collect and process large orders of goods quickly in
he global markets, consolidate various production lots from mul-
iple vendors and take all the risk to give them to buyers of ﬁnal
arkets. 
Given the complex set of services consolidators provide to
MEs, they can offer important and relevant service that can affect
he success of agro-food SMEs’ internationalization in high poten-
ial markets. However, interviews show that the greatest limiting
actor in Italy is the small number of consolidators that are able
o introduce their products in high potential markets. In Italy, in
act, there are few specialized consolidators able to connect na-
ional producers with large foreign buyers in a systematic way and
ith a high degree of eﬃciency. Finally, interviewers suggest some
ctions policy-makers have to take for supporting Made in Italy in
he world. 
. Policy-makers’ actions 
The analyzed companies reported the actions that policy mak-
rs have to take for promoting Italian agro-food system in high
otential markets. An early form of intervention may include ac-
ions aimed to promote trade liberalization through a master plan
f bilateral and multilateral agreements permitting national ﬁrms
o export to markets with fewer barriers to entry. 
Some desirable actions to reduce barriers to trade include nego-
iation of the Common Agricultural Policy and Common Fisheries
olicy 2014–2020; creation of a map of barriers of high poten-
ial markets; reduction of barriers through negotiation with these
ountries of bilateral exchange agreements; and improvement of
roduction processes according to standards demanded by these
ountries. 
A second set of operations concerns the sharing of information
nd knowledge to enable companies to compete abroad. The best
pportunities for products appear to be in markets where access
s free. It would therefore be desirable for SMEs to implement ac-
ions aimed to increase their information gathering on high po-
ential markets that can help to select the most suitable mar-
et for their products. Some desirable actions include the devel-
pment of some platforms for the dissemination of information,
uch as web portals. Moreover, it is also likely to show opportuni-
ies for SMEs in key markets through cooperation with commercial
gents and experts by participating at events managed by industry
rganizations. 
Another action is related to ﬁnancial and insurance issues. The
bility to insure payments is the main barrier to foreign sales. In
ddition to the support offered by SACE in terms of export credit,
usinesses may be encouraged to work abroad with the possibility
f having new insurance and ﬁnancial support. 
4 R. Caiazza et al. / Operations Research Perspectives 3 (2016) 1–4 
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 Another aspect on which policy-makers can act concerns agree-
ments for sanitary certiﬁcations. Several institutions are involved
in providing oﬃcial certiﬁcates to agro-food companies that export
in non-EU countries. Export-certiﬁcate requirements are deﬁned by
the importing country and vary according to the assessment made
by that country. Certiﬁcations required from non-EU countries are
complex and change over time based on socio-economic evolu-
tion. Policymakers could negotiate simpliﬁcations and standardiza-
tion of such certiﬁcations. Desirable actions in this regard include
greater coordination between authorities, improving communica-
tions about certiﬁcation services, and promotion of best practices
in service management certiﬁcation. An improvement of services
offered by authorities that provide certiﬁcation for export in non-
EU countries is also required. A positive step to increasing eﬃ-
ciency would be to replace existing certiﬁcations with an electronic
interface that allows exporters to directly access the certiﬁcation
material, where possible. It could similarly be a positive step for
the SMEs to create an agency dedicated to coordinate all institu-
tions dealing with export certiﬁcations for reduction of cost and
times and simpliﬁcation of bureaucratic procedures. 
Another important action to enter foreign markets could consist
of supporting Italian consolidators in being legitimate to operate in
high potential markets. These actions have to be aimed to support
the Italian consolidators’ participation in international trade fairs
and commercial missions abroad and to push them to assume the
risk of accessing international markets. 
The last action is promotion of quality and the reputation of
“Made in Italy” abroad. One suggestion is to create the ﬁgure of
“Italian ambassadors” who would be able to promote the excel-
lence of Italy food and beverage at international level. This does
not need to be a speciﬁc person but could be an ideal Italian in the
same way the Colombian coffee created “Juan Valdez”. The mes-
sage must be uniform across all food groups with the aim of cre-
ating a showcase for Made in Italy in major world events, create
some local brand and reduce the possibility of imitation of Made
in Italy. However the success of the promotional program must in-
clude advice to producers to obtain national and European certiﬁ-
cations of Made in Italy and to work with the Oﬃce of intellectual
property protection in order to protect domestic products included
in the lists of EU GIs. 
6. Conclusions and discussion 
In a market dominated by trans-national companies, agro-food
small and medium-sized enterprises can compete globally by ex-
ploiting potential spaces left free from the large multinationals.
Thus, SMEs have to produce high quality goods and ﬁnd a way to
export them to high potential markets. Speciﬁcally, the analyzed
companies reported the importance of consolidators to sell their
products in high potential markets. However, interviewees also in-
dicated that the greatest Italian limit is the small number of con-
solidators able to operate in these markets. In Italy, in fact, there
are very few specialized consolidators able to connect national pro-
ducers with large foreign buyers in a systematic way and with a
high degree of eﬃciency. 
Despite the fact that the Italian Department of Trade and Indus-
try has already taken several actions aimed at promoting “Made
in Italy” to the world, analyzed companies indicated that these
are still inadequate and some actions are still required. Hence in
conjunction with trade associations, policymakers have to deﬁne a
medium term plan able to support the development of both SMEs
able to produce high quality products and consolidators able to ex-
port them to international markets. This paper has two main con-
tributions. First, it contributes to the existing literature on globalupply chain demonstrating the relevance of consolidators for the
lobal competitiveness of agro-food SMEs. Secondly, it suggests
ew policies that decision-makers have to take for implementing
 medium term plan able to support consolidators’ role in the in-
ernationalization of SMEs. 
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